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Abstract: This paper looks at the meaning of the word queer and develops an understanding that is 
associated with the link that it has with the theory. It also brings to a fore a different equation of gender and 
sex that is developed by the theorists in the recent past. Though Queer theory is comparatively new in the 
sphere of literary criticism still it brings a lot of speculations and contestation of ideas along with its 
theoretical framework. This paper is intended to bring the basics of this theory by refereeing to the key 
theorists who have evolved it as a subject of academia.  
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The preference of “queer” represents…an 
aggressive impulse of generalization; it rejects a 
minoritizing logic of toleration or simple political 
interest representation in favor of a more thorough 
resistance to regimes of the normal. 
--Michael Warner (xxvi) 
The term queer theory was coined by Teresa de 
Lauretis for a conference that she organized at the 
University of California in 1990. The dictionary 
meaning of the word Queer is “strange”, “odd”, 
“unusual”. Though this word was first used as 
slang for homophobic abuse but the definition of 
queer is evolving towards a better recognition. This 
journey had many phases. Homosexual has 
changed to gay and gay to gay and lesbian. 
Simultaneously bisexual and transgender have also 
articulated their presence. So overall all these 
developments have reshaped queer community 
from gay and lesbian issues to LGBT or LGBTQ i. 
e. lesbian /gay /bisexual/ transgendered or simply 
queer in their representation. 
Nowadays using the word queer for someone 
interrogates the sexuality and gender of that person 
in a whole new perspective. According to 
Annamarie Jagose, “Queer focuses on mismatches 
between sex, gender and desire. For most, queer 
has prominently been associated with simply those 
who identify as lesbian and gay. Unknown to 
many, queer is in association with more than just 
gay and lesbian, but also cross-dressing, 
hermaphroditism, gender ambiguity and gender-
corrective surgery." (Web) 
Queer theory is the post-structuralist critical 
approach that has evolved from of gay/lesbian 
studies. It investigates the concept of 
homosexuality as a political critique of sexual 
activities and identities. The queer theory concerns 
itself with all forms and sexuality and with the 
normative behavior and identities which define 
what is queer? Thus queer theory demands the 
scope of its analysis to all kinds of sexual 
behaviours ranging from normative to deviant.  
Queer theory is grounded on the quest of identity as 
most of the heteronormative people out rightly 
reject the essential nature. The inevitable 
contestation of identity politics, results in making it 
a critique of identity. Queer theorist disagrees in 
classifying individuals as either male or female 
strictly on biological process. This can be 
understood better in Klinefelter syndrome (XXY) 
this complication in the genotype defer from 
general XX and XY pairing 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spikav in an interview with 
Ellen Rooney says, “If one really thinks about the 
body as such, there is no possible outline of the 
body as such. There are thinkings of the 
systematicity of the body, there are value codings 
of the body. The body, as such, cannot be thought, 
and I certainly cannot approach.” (149) 
The queer theorists have developed sexuality as a 
complex array of social codes and forces which 
interact to shape the ideas of what is normative and 
what is deviant. It focuses on the polyphonic 
unstable fluid positions of identity. In terms of 
sexual relations, queer encompasses any practice or 
behaviours that a person engages in without any 
reproductive aim and without any social and 
economic consideration (Murfin and Ray 386-387). 
One of the landmarks in the development of Queer 
Activism is a Stone Wall riots in 1969. It was only 
at this moment that the personal identity was more 
sexualized and politicized. They questioned the 
solidarity of homosexual liberation movement. 
They argued that lesbians and gays should not be 
grouped together given that their separate histories 
are defined by gender differences. 
Theorists claim that identities are not fixed they 
cannot be categorized and labeled because 
identities consist of many varied components and 
to characterize by one characteristic is wrong. The 
major theorists who have given their major 
contribution in developing this theory are 
Michel Foucault, Eve Kosofsky Sedwick, Judith 
Butler, David M. Halperin, Diana Fuss, Leo 
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Bersani, Sara Ahmed, Lee Edelman, David Eng, 
Sally Munt, Michael Warner and Lauren Berlant. 
These theorists have not only suggested and 
developed theories of gender and desire but have 
developed the analytical framework that includes 
topics as cross dressing, intersex, gender ambiguity 
and gender-corrective surgery. Also these theorists 
reject the idea that sexuality is an essential 
category, something determined by biology for 
them sexuality is a complex phenomenon of social 
codes and forces. Queer theory is grounded in 
gender and sexuality. It has two strains one is the 
radical deconstructionism that interrogates 
categories of sexual orientations and the other is of 
the radical subversion which disrupts the 
normalizing tendencies of the sexual order.  
Discourse on Queer theory 
If sex is repressed, that is, 
condemned to prohibition, 
nonexistence, and silence, then 
the mere fact that one is speaking 
about it has the appearance of a 
deliberate transgression. A 
person who holds forth in such 
language places himself to a 
certain extent outside the reach of 
power; he upsets established law; 
he somehow anticipates the 
coming freedom. 
                               – Michel 
Foucault, The History of 
Sexuality – Volume I (p. 6) 
Michel Foucault is one of the most 
important precursors of Queer theory. In 
his work The History of Sexuality (1976) 
he developed the framework of sexuality, 
power, and regulation. He argues that the 
emergence of sexuality as a discursive 
object and separate sphere of life is 
relatively recent development in western 
societies. Revealing how nineteenth 
century scientiests have invented 
sexuality, he investigates why this term 
has been the source of controversy in 
modern culture.  
Judith butler has highlighted this when she 
writes, “identity can become a site of 
contest and revision” she further argues 
that all identities, including gender 
identities, are a kind of impersonation and 
approximation…a kind of imitation for 
which there is no original” (Barry 145).  
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick in her work 
Epistemology of the Closet argues about 
the fluidity of identity. As she writes she 
deconstructs the binary opposites like 
homosexual / heterosexual, private/public, 
secrecy /disclosure as these terms are 
inherently unstable due to the dependence 
on its opposites for the meaning. She 
further argues that the understanding of 
the word homosexual depends on the 
concept of heterosexuality and 
furthermore homosexuality has been 
defined in quite different ways. For 
example for some gay man is an 
effeminate while for others gay man is an 
epitome of masculinity. She further says 
that sexuality has often been confused 
with sex she further debates about the 
sexual identity and considers how coming 
out of the closet not a single absolute act 
is. So there is no single sexuality. She 
points out that the subject identity is 
necessarily a complex mixture of chosen 
allegiances, social position and 
professional roles, rather than a fixed 
inner essence. 
Foucault’s ideas have helped Judith Butler to 
develop the concept of gender as a construction, 
and to develop the concept of performativity by 
exemplifying how language and discourse are 
reiterated in order to produce the very phenomena 
that discourse regulates and controls. 
Performativity is a very Foucaldian notion, 
developed partially from Foucault’s concept of 
genealogy. 
Judith Butler in her book Gender Trouble: 
Feminism and the Subversion of Identity talks 
about the truth to delegitimate minority gendered 
and sexual practices. In her other book Bodies That 
Matter she specifically questions if there is a “way 
to link the question of materiality of the body to the 
performativity of gender” so that gender and body 
can be thought of separately. She turns to Aristotle 
to explain her deconstructed argument on this. 
Aristotle defines matter and soul as being 
inseparable because matter cannot be actualized or 
realized without the existence of soul therefore for 
Aristotle soul of the thing is its form which 
actualizes its existence. Further she refers to 
Foucault that there is link between matter and 
power and that materiality is power. 
Therefore, she uses both Aristotle and Foucault to 
deconstruct matter in order to understand matter in 
terms of what it does, not in terms of what it is. In 
terms of body and gender; body is matter and 
gender is form. Though form and matter cannot be 
separated, the fact remains that form and matter are 
two different things. Therefore she continues in her 
deconstruction to show how from can be seen 
different from matter as gender from body. 
For David Halperin as for Butler Queer is always 
an identity under construction. In his book Saint 
Foucault: Towards A Gay Hagiography  he writes 
“ “Queer” …does not designate a class of already 
objectified pathologies or perversions’, rather, it 
describes a horizon of possibility whose precise 
extent and heterogeneous scope cannot in principle 
be delimited in advance” (62) 
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Diana Fuss in the introduction to Inside/ Out: 
Lesbian theories, Gay theories remarks that the 
opposition within this pair is unstable and aims “to 
call into question the stability and ineradicability of 
the hetero/homo hierarchy” 
Michael Warner talks about the themes of 
homophobia and heterosexism in queer theory. In 
his book The Trouble with normal: Sex, Politics, 
and the Ethics of Queer Life, he talks about the 
issue of same sex marriages. He argues that gay 
right activism should not only voice for same sex 
marriages but also work towards benefits for 
domestic partners and the unconventional families. 
Queer theory talks about the mismatches between 
sex, gender and desire. He propounds that the 
theory is concerned with desire, repression, gender, 
subjectivity, identity, representation, knowledge 
and sexuality. Lauren Berlant in her article with 
Michael Warner What does Queer theory teach us 
about X? clearly denounces the whole idea of what 
queer theory is they debunked this notion by 
simply stating that it is a utopian aspiration.  
Similarly queer theorist Leo Barsani in his path-
breaking work Homos as it interrogates the basic 
tenets of Queer theory and gender performativity. 
The first sentence of the work “no one wants to be 
called a homosexual” simply echoes the fact that 
homosexuality still continues to occupy the 
ambiguous position in today’s society further the 
book be a raises the possibility  that same sex 
desire can disrupt the social order. 
Sally Munt endeavours to position queer theory in 
a new perspective. In her book Queer Attachments 
she examines the emotion of shame attached with 
identity. Another theorist Lee Edelman path 
breaking work No Future: Queer Theory and the 
Death Drive brings his ideas about the futurity of 
political and social order that is heteronormative. 
According to him reproductive futurism is 
expressed through the figure of the child is 
problematic as it rejects those not seeking to live 
for or define themselves against the future. 
Edelman addresses problematics queer theory has 
struggled with for a long time - such as identity 
politics, kinship dynamics, or social violence, to 
name but a few. Discussing these issues in terms of 
futurity allows Edelman to present an original and 
often surprising argument with far-reaching 
implications for queer theory. The fact that 
Edelman illustrates his ideas by turning to a variety 
of sources, including U.S. political discourse, 
novels by Charles Dickens and George Eliot, and 
Alfred Hitchcock’s films, shows not only the 
pertinence of his claims, but also manifest the 
variety of disciplines within which his approach 
can be applied. Ironically, the argument presented 
in No Future has proven to contribute to the very 
future of queer theory itself. 
David L. Eng’s in his work The Feeling of Kinship: 
Queer Liberalism and the Racialization of Intimacy 
creatively re-theorizes kinship and intimacy by 
rerouting such practices as same-sex domesticity 
and transnational adoption through the histories of 
capital, diaspora, and empire. Eng posits and 
critiques the emergence a “queer liberalism” 
affirming the freedom and family ties of certain 
queer subjects through the forgetting of race. For 
Eng, it is precisely through the consignment of 
struggles around race to Walter Benjamin’s 
“dustbin of history” that queer liberalism can trade 
in trite analogies between race and sexuality that 
occlude their mutual constitution and “coevalness” 
Another theorist Sara Ahmed in her book Queer 
Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others 
examines the positioning of bodies in respect to 
space and time. She discussed how queerness 
disrupts and reorders these relations by not 
following the accepted paths and how a politics of 
disorientation puts other objects within reach which 
at first glance seem to be awry. 
Conclusion 
The emergence of Queer Theory has given voice to 
the underlings in the society. The repressed sexual 
identity in the panopticon existence of LGBTQ 
population has been unlocked with the emergence 
of polyphonic approaches in the discourse of Queer 
theory. 
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